Introduction
The research on financial distress has been closely tied to the determination of failure prediction models. Failure is considered to be the result of an evolutionary process, where the underlying idea is the possibility that the crisis can indeed be anticipated 1 .
Pioneer prediction models such as the one proposed by Altman 2 built the basics of the research based on prediction. Those researches were mainly centered on minimizing classification errors and maximizing goodness of fit measures using certain variables throughout a wide period of time. In this context, prediction models were evaluated based on their percentage of success in the classification of the control sample companies 3 . The existence of an error in the classification of those companies, which did not fail even though were being described as failed, was considered as a failure of the proposed model. Nevertheless, these results leave an open door to consider the possibility that the companies can indeed survive a difficult situation or even subsist in a permanent crisis situation. This approach would allow considering the possibility that the failure process can sometimes not be an evolutionary-degenerative process, but it can revert so that the companies are able to subsist, even though still indicating certain situations that can determine their survival. In this sense, prediction models not only provide some essential information in order to take actions against the given default probability, but also warn about a future outcome which, in many cases, may not even take place.
This "passive" use of the models has been highlighted by Altman and Hotchkiss 4 who affirm that stakeholders should have a more active participation instead of being simple onlookers of a given "probability of default". Basically, this default probability should be considered as vital information by the managers not only to improve business strategies in order to manage a distressed situation and return to a healthy financial situation, but also to develop investment strategies for potential investors or auditors assessing a going-concern qualification 5 .
In recent years, "revolving" a crisis situation has been of much interest in many research papers the aim of which is to identify those patterns that distinguish companies in crisis situation that are able to resolve their issues against those that are not. These studies show that there exist different strategies that may successfully guide a company through the exit of the crisis situation 6-11 . The main question is: can this evolutionary deterioration always be reverted by means of certain strategic actions or the success may be affected by given structural strong/weak points of the company? Using a metaphoric reasoning, whenever a company is facing a disease such as financial distress, could it return to a healthy state only by means of therapeutic actions or does the cure depend on the absence of certain structural features?
Different researches on the traditional line of failure have shown that the economic and financial structure of the companies that fail seems to be different from the ones that do not 12 . In particular, it is interesting to analyze the structural differences between the companies that, in spite of being in a state of crisis of a different degree, end up resolving the situation and those that do not. In this sense, Gilberts et al. 13 affirm that the financial variables that distinguish between the failed and not failed companies are not the same as those that distinguish between failed companies and firms with difficulties. Nevertheless, Poston et al. 14 found that the financial ratios are questionable regarding their capacity to differentiate between the companies in crisis which are able to resolve the situation and those that are not. As a result, it is necessary to find out if there exist some patterns that determine the recovery possibility when a firm faces a hard financial situation. This paper concentrates in the analysis of the similarities and differences between structural features of a dataset of 524 companies facing some degree of financial distress situation because they fulfill certain group of widely accepted symptoms. This analysis can be seen through the changes in firms' positions 10 years later, according to certain indicators of the process of "management" of that situation of crisis. We evaluated this process of "management of the crisis" considering three dimensions of analysis: a economical and financial situation in the first year of the analysis, b reaction path, and c strength of the situation. For this evaluation, we chose to use Multidimensional Scaling MDS , which provides a visual representation of the pattern of proximities i.e., similarities or distances among a set of objects. This technique has also been used in other papers that have studied company failure 12, 15-17 . This study does not start off a direct link between company survival and certain economical-financial indicators. The MDS methodology allows us to analyze the profiles of firms in a specific financial distress situation without any a priori assumptions on causal relations that could be used as predictors of the status at the end of the analyzed period. The objective is to explore the possible existence of this bond through the analysis of map placement of the companies in difficulties and the changes in these positions, according to their economic and financial structure and their initial starting situation.
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Situations of Company Crisis
Throughout the years, and also taking as reference the initial works of Beaver 18 and Altman 2 , the research has been oriented towards the determination of the structures that differentiate the failed companies from the not failed ones. The purpose of these studies was to reveal the alert status lying underneath 1, 19-23 . These researches differed with respect to the use of different statistical techniques for the creation of models or the use of distinct predictive variables. However, most of them were characterized by using paired samples of healthy and financially distressed companies 5 . In addition, they have not been free of critics associated to the used models, the variables, or the sample selection 1, 22, 24 . These investigations have reached some interesting conclusions regarding firm distress. Many of these contributions are consequence of the approaches that tried to resolve some of methodological deficiencies of the initial studies, such as the use of deterministic techniques that did not allow to analyze the failure as a continuous process 25-27 , the problems to distinguish the outcome of the companies in crisis 5, 13, 14 or the nonconsideration of failure as a situation in any point where a company can have serious problems that introduce some uncertainty and risk in its future 28 .
In this sense, in the last years, various researches have introduced a variant on the prediction models by considering that the failure processes are continuous and that they are not identical for all the companies 29 . Articles like those of Laitinen 24 , Luoma and Laitinen 25 , Shumway 27 , and Laitinen 30 consider some scenes that had already been introduced by other authors like Argenti 31 : the failure has different phases and each phase has different features. The failure state is identical for all the companies that fail, but its evolution is different and the explanatory variables commonly associated to the failure process vary according to the phase the company is in 30, 32 . This approach can be found in other studies that "catalogue" companies based on the process that leads to a certain outcome 24, 33-35 . As a result, failure is identified as a final state that begins with situations in which a company declares to have difficulties or problems 25 . Nevertheless, the difficult situations are evolutionary. This means that they can degenerate, remain still which would go against the survival theory , or they can be solved independently of the difficulty degree of the problem. Hence, there exists a state of "safety" where companies which at some time presented some serious problems of continuity have been able to resolve them.
Although the term financial distress is generally linked to an objective situation as bankruptcy status, receivership, creditors' voluntary liquidation, bond default, filing for Chapter 11, or disappearance of the company 2, 5, 18, 36 , it should to be considered in a broader sense. The conditions that produce financial distress do not have to be the same as those of a bankruptcy situation 28, 37 . Thus, crisis should be understood as a situation of threat for the viability of the company where certain financial events reflect a variety of enterprise adversity 28 . In these cases there exists some "incapacity" to generate resources and/or to fulfill the payment of debts in time. This "incapacity" can be transitory and of a major or minor gravity. It can be seen through a series of symptoms that are independent of the causes and of the consequences. These symptoms constitute the alert that the health and the future of the company is at risk.
The symptoms that detect a company in crisis are common in most of the studies that have investigated on this subject. Certain variables show that the economic and financial information in the annual statements reflects some problems in the health of the company. Some of these variables are Negative Net Income in some cases Negative Operating Income , Negative Working Capital, Negative Cash Flow in some cases Operating Cash 4
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Flow , Negative Equity, or Negative Retained Earnings in previous years 38-41 . Ponemon and Shich 42 perform an inverse selection. They select those companies that did not have problems, so, these companies had positive Net Income, sufficient Current Assets, positive Operating Cash Flow, and positive liability ratios. Poston et al. 14 also classified companies in crisis those that had a solvency ratio less than unity. Martin 43 associates the return on equity with the companies that can be in a difficult situation and susceptible to receive a qualified audit opinion . This ratio responds to financial characteristics as well as nonfinancial ones. Another criterion could be when a company shows less Operating Income than its financial expenses 44 . Smith and Graves 3 use a Z-score model developed by Taffler 45 to identify firms in financial distress situation. In most of the papers, a crisis situation existed when several symptoms of the previous were combined. However, in some works 38, 40, 41 a company was considered in a difficult situation when fulfilling only some of them. Along with the previous criteria, it is frequent to use the auditors' qualified opinion report to list a company in crisis 38, 42 or to better expose the difficult situation it is passing through 40 .
The previous variables are simply symptoms that a crisis situation may take place. The differential matter is the latent factors 26 that lie beneath, that is, the weaknesses and deficiencies in the management of the company that are transformed in that incapacity from an economic or financial point of view. In this sense, Geiger et al. 39 group the failed companies in three types according to their symptoms: frequent negative Cash Flow, frequent Operating Losses, or negative Working Capital. By doing this, they assume that different underlying structures can exist in crisis processes. This distinction between symptoms and causes can be easily seen also in the different papers that have studied company crisis. For instance, ratios or variables were used as numerical indicator of the deficiencies and then were introduced as explanatory variables of certain models. Neophytou and Molinero 12 consider latent variables that describe several aspects of a company and frequently they refer to dimensions like: liquidity, risk, returns, quality of the assets, activity, or management.
There is no longer a direct relationship between symptoms and failure. The outcome depends on external variables economic environment and internal or structural variables management decisions . In this sense, some authors suggest that small companies seem to fail because of financial problems while big companies fail due to problems associated to management 46 . Gilbert et al. 13 indicated that the resolution of a problem may be influenced by nonfinancial factors while Poston et al. 14 uphold the identification of variables, other than financial ratios, discriminating distressed firms that will survive against those that will not.
This approach allows us to consider that the financial distress could be "managed" so that they can no longer be considered as evolutionary-degenerative by nature but simply evolutionary. Khal 47 considered the processes of company crisis as a selection mechanism so that the best companies have a greater probability to survive. In his work it was demonstrated that the behavior of the companies during a financial crisis is crucial for the process of "exit" from this situation. Nevertheless, variables like size, liabilities or the complexity of the debt do not seem to affect the survival probability. These questions point out that the "management" in difficulty situations can differentiate the final result of the evolution process more than the firm's specific financial characteristics. Aragonés and Sánchez 37 affirmed that managerial decisions affect the success or failure derived by a company crisis. Also, Luoma and Laitinen 25 established that the causes of the failure are often associated with an inadequate management which can be observed through the deterioration of financial ratios. Ooghe and Prijcker 35 denote that the management of a Advances in Decision Sciences 5 firm together with its general and immediate environment can be the causes of bankruptcy. Also, Altman and Hotchkiss 4 assert that highly risky structures can return to a healthy scenario depending on decision management's success. In this context, some papers focusing on the turnaround process highlight the strategies followed by the managers of firms in difficult situation to return to a healthy scenario, such as retrenchment strategies or downsizing strategies 6-9 . As a result, the possibility of improving the economic-financial indicators depends on the type of restructure selected 10, 11 . However, the success of the turnaround process depends on other variables like company size or severity of distressed state 3 .
Considering some of the ideas raised by the previous authors with respect to the evolutionary processes related to the company crisis and according to the characteristics of the methodology that we are going to use, we expect that the positions of the analyzed companies in the plot can verify the following.
1 The existence of structural differences between the companies that show different symptoms of a crisis. If failure is a continuous process and, sometimes degenerative, we can expect that the companies with serious symptoms of crisis are positioned clearly separated from those presenting a weak crisis, according to their variables structures.
2 The outcome, or the position reached by a company after overtaking surpassing a period of crisis, is independent from the condition it began with. At the end of the period of analysis, the companies will be in a new position of "crisis" or "safety" depending on the following.
a Their structural characteristics, despite of the symptoms they showed at the beginning of the analysis. Authors like Ooghe and Prijcker 35 assert that the difference between the failure processes depends on the distinctive initial lacks.
b The effort of the "management" of the crisis. The companies with greater effort in operating activity will improve their situation in spite of the initial symptoms they had. In this sense, Khal 47 and Routledge and Gadenne 48 affirm that "operating performance" reflects the effort made during a distress situation and determines a successful evolutionary process towards the exit from that situation.
Methodology, Sample, and Variables
Methodology
Multidimensional Scaling MDS 49 is a multivariate statistical analysis tool that produces graphical representations of the main characteristics of a data matrix 17 . This technique is based on the generalization of the principal component analysis that allows representing the similarities or differences between various elements according to the distances between certain variables 50 . MDS produces a consensus map when the observed individuals are represented according to the underlying variable's structure. The similarities between the structures of the individuals can be observed through the proximity of the represented points, so that if two individuals appear close to each other it is because they share similar information. On the contrary they will be positioned far from each other if their information is not similar. This technique has been used before in the analysis of company failure 12, 15-17 although its use was focused on differentiating between failed and not failed companies.
For this study, we chose the ordinal scaling which works with orderings and does not require the data to be measured on a ratio or interval scale 17 . MDS algorithm does not make any assumptions about the distribution of the financial ratios applied in the analysis and no prior data reduction is necessary. For a list of advantages of this technique, see Neophytou and Molinero 17 .
The variables of the original data matrix can also be projected onto the consensus map by the Co-Plot methodology. The coordinates of the variables' positions will be estimates by a multiregression process that will be discussed in detail in the results section.
Sample
We selected a wide 10-year scenario to analyze the evolution process of companies that, according to the criteria exposed in the first section of this paper, presented some kind of financial distressed situation. In this sense, Khal 47 shows that some companies are able to resolve a situation of difficulty in an average of three years and then perform just as well as the industry average. This period of time is much shorter than the ones considered in other works 14 which raise it in about 7-8 years for a company to get ahead of a crisis situation. However, Smith and Graves 3 consider that a four-year period should be sufficient to detect if a firm in a distressed situation can successfully return to a healthy scenario.
The year 2002 is considered as an important "transit" year for the financial information and the Stock Market. It was marked by events like the Stock Market Crash, the loss of investor's confidence in the Stock Market, or the emergence of corporate fraud and corporate governance. This is the reason why the year 2002 was the end limit for our 10-year analysis period. In this way, the economic and financial data would not be influenced by external factors. Thus, the analyzed scenario covers the years from 1993 until 2002.
The data used in this study were derived from Compustat Database. For their particular structure and function, firms operating in financial service industry were eliminated. We also excluded the companies that presented incomplete or inconsistent information in the analyzed years. Companies that did not have data starting from a certain year were studied separately in order to identify if they were inactive in the market and the reason of their inactivity, by means of Compustat item "Inactive Issue Status Market". A total of 1721 companies were considered valid for the sample because they neither presented any incomplete data in their financial statements in one or various years nor disappeared from the Compustat Database during that period for reason not linked to liquidation or bankruptcy according to the Compustat Inactive Item.
The next step was to identify the companies that in 1993 presented a distressed situation. To select financial accounting symptoms, we chose variables widely used in the previously discussed studies. For this study, we selected the following criteria to classify a firm as being in a financial distress situation in the first year of analysis: Negative Net Income, Negative Operating Income, Negative Retained Earnings, Negative Working Capital, Negative Cash Flow, Negative Operating Cash Flow, and Negative Shareholder's Equity for detailed definition of these variables, see Table 3 . Whenever a firm presented one or more of the above indicators in the first year 1993 , it entered in the sample. However, if the company presented a Negative net Income as the only problematic symptom, the fulfillment of at least one of the other 6 criteria was required in order to classify that firm as facing a distressed situation. In this way, following a similar criterion as Gilbert et al. 13 , the company indicated a continued situation when Negative Net Income came together with other symptoms such as losses in previous exercises or problems in other solvency symptoms. The selection criterion allows us to avoid selecting firms that are only presenting a poor performance in that year. As a result, 753 US companies showed a situation of instability in 1993. However, in 2002, except two companies, the remaining 751 companies were still active in the market. This evidence indicates that there is an important survival rate of firms even though they have undergone a severe crisis.
This number is reduced to 524 companies because some of them did not present some of the necessary information for the further analyses such as interest expenses or stock capitalization. The distribution of the firms by sector and by number of symptoms fulfilled can be found in Table 1 .
A total of 77% of the sample firms satisfy 1, 2, or 3 criteria while 23% of the firms are facing a severe situation 4 or more criteria . The number of criteria allows us to classify the companies a priori according to the gravity of the crisis situation and to analyze their evolution throughout the 10 years. We expect that the companies in a weak crisis situation will have a greater possibility to be placed in a safer position by the final year of analysis.
There exist many failure prediction models that could be used to assess default probability of distressed companies. Some of these techniques are the Z-score models, KMV's EDF model, CreditSights' BondScore model and so forth, 4 . We chose to apply the Z-score 2 and see how the firms of our sample were classified on an indicative basis only. The distribution of the Probability of Default is presented in Table 2 . As a result, although 84% of the companies have a very high probability of default they are still active in the market 8 EBIT/Total assets V 6 Retained earnings/Total assets V 7 Working capital/Total assets V 8 Cash flow/Total assets V 9 Operating cash flow/Total assets V 10 Shareholders' equity/Total assets throughout the 10-year period. Do these distressed firms achieve this goal because their economic and financial structure shares similar patterns with healthy companies? Or else, do they perform an effective effort in the management of the situation and accomplish an improvement/recovery?
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Variables
A total of 12 variables see definitions in Table 3 were selected in order to explain the structure of the underlying data in the analysis of the differences or similarities between the companies that presented certain level of crisis in the first year 1993 and their evolution undergone in the final year 2002 . The descriptive statistics of the variables and their correlation are presented in Tables 4, 5 , 6, and 7, respectively. These variables are grouped in three categories as shown in Table 3 . the approach proposed by Smith and Graves 3 to test the role of severity of a distressed state in the turnaround process.
3 Strength of the situation in the period n + 1 measured by two variables V 11 and V 12 which imply strength or improvement of the situation after the initial crisis period. Mutchler 41 already introduced the possibility of including a possible improvement of the company. It could be measured by the variation in the Net Income/Total Assets ratio, indicating a possible beginning of an improvement phase although the company maintained a difficult situation. In this sense, Khal 47 proved that the "operating performance" could be used to measure the viability of the company, and it also reflected the effort made during a crisis situation. In this way, Routledge and Gadenne 48 assert that firms in distressed situation with high levels of ROA Return on Assets have higher probability of success in the turnaround process. On the other side, the level of interest coverage of a firm is considered to be an indicator of the financial distress risk 44, 52 . In this paper, V 11 is not presented as a ratio. This means it should be interpreted only as a measure of the existence of a possible distress situation when the values of V 11 are less than 0 or the nonexistence of a prior distress situation when the values of V 11 are greater than or equal to zero . Thus, we are not evaluating the level of a risky situation of a firm, according to its degree of interest expense coverage. We want to detect its risk status due to its lack in the fulfillment of external capital obligations.
The first two groups mark a starting situation of making certain decisions, while the third group characterizes a final situation of "viability" after those decisions have been made. By combining the three categories, we would be able to identify if the movements throughout the analyzed period are due to the structure of the company or if, on the contrary, they can be attributed to management factors. The latter may have influenced in the improvement, worsening or standing still of the company situation. Since our analysis begins with the data available in the financial statements of December 31, 1993, the set of variables is developed according to Figure 1 . The capacities or abilities of a firm in year n will be reflected in the results obtained in year n + 1 as well as the stability/instability of the situation.
Results
In this section, we are going to analyze the results obtained by means of PROXSCAL routine in SPSS 15.0 statistical package by considering two approaches: a structure analysis of the companies and their underlying patterns and b position displacements of the companies with respect to their initial situation. 
Structure Analysis and Underlying Patterns
The variables were standardized to zero mean and unit variance because their measure in different units prevents the use of arithmetic. The presence of discordant observations was identified when standardized values of one or more variable exceeded two and a half 16 . These discordant observations do not affect our analysis since the MDS algorithm uses relations of order so the results are robust to their presence. For the projection of the points in the map, we chose not to omit these cases although the graphical representation is visually less attractive than when the outliers were omitted. Euclidean distance was selected as dissimilarity measure to calculate the proximity between two given companies. When the measure of dissimilarity among two companies is small the points in the space will have a short distance in between. In the same way, in the presence of large values of dissimilarity the companies will be placed far from each other. Thus, companies that in the representation of the initial year of analysis 1993 and in the final year of analysis 2002 are located close to each other and share similar economic and financial structure according to the selected explicative variables.
One of the most important decisions for the interpretability of the data is the number of dimensions in which MDS map is to be drawn. Determining the dimensionality of the MDS maps is equivalent to determining the number of components in Principal Component Analysis PCA 15 . A prior PCA procedure would help in determining the accurate number of dimensions for the MDS analysis. The results of this PCA analysis are shown in Tables 8  and 9 for the year 1993 data and Tables 10 and 11 for the year 2002 data. These results only present information on how the initial data can be reduced in a less number of factors.
In analyzing financial ratios, researchers identify up to seven factors so that a representation in seven dimensions would be adequate 15 . For this paper, the first five principal components in 1993 were associated with eigenvalues larger than 0.78 and accounted for 84% of the total variance see Table 8 . Thus, a five-dimension analysis would be accurate, treating the remaining two dimensions as "residual variation" 15 .
In this study, we determined the dimensionality of the MDS maps by means of the "elbow test", which is examining how the goodness-of-fit measure changes as the number of dimensions increases 17 . The goodness-of-fit measure chosen for this study is the Kruskals' Stress1 which measures the level of agreement between distances calculated from the map and the dissimilarities from which the map was derived. The stress measure turns out to be a "residual sum of squares", it is positive and the smaller the better 53 . The stress evaluation table can be found in Table 12. Table 13 shows how the values of Stress1 change as the number of dimensions increases in the first year of the analysis, 1993. This relationship can be seen graphically in Figure 2 . The same procedure was performed for the year 2002 data and the results can be seen in Table 14 and Figure 3 . Based on these results, a 5-dimensional space would give a good representation for both years 1993 and 2002 and these results are in agreement with the prior-PCA analysis.
Nonetheless, for the visual representation it would be very difficult to interpret the distances between points in a 5-dimensional space. As a consequence, only the first 3 dimensions which better represent the differences and similarities between companies are exposed. This conclusion is in agreement with the stress1 level 0.057 which indicates that a solution in three dimensions gives a good representation for the year 1993 0.058 for the year 2002 .
In order to observe the evolution and the movements that took place during the periods of analysis, we are going to represent the companies in two ways. Firstly, we will consider the number of symptoms the companies met at the beginning of the period year 1993 and secondly we will consider the Z-score classification for that same period on indicative basis only. The possible existence of divergences in the positions based on these criteria would allow detecting to what extent the failure risk can be disguised under a slight group of symptoms. In the same way, the positions of the companies based on financial statement data for the year 2002 will also be represented in two ways. Firstly, we will consider the number of symptoms each company met in the year 2002 and secondly, we will consider the final situation focusing on number of symptoms the companies had in the first year of analysis year 1993 . The possible existence of similarities between companies in each analyzed period allows us to detect those structures conditioning the evolution of the companies. If those similarities exist, we may be able to affirm that the failure process is a degenerative form of a certain risky situation. By means of a Co-Plot methodology, we can project the variables of the analysis in the same dimensional space with the companies. For this purpose, twelve linear regressions were run using each variable as dependent variable and the seven coordinates that locate companies in the space as explanatory variables so that.
where ZV in is the standardized value of variable n n 1, 2, . . . , 12 for company i i 1, 2, . . . , 524 . The regression coefficient results for the year 1993 and 2002 are reported in Tables 15 and 16 , respectively. In this way, we try to explain up to what point the value that a particular variable takes for a given company is associated with the position in the space of the point that represents that company 17 . Note that the goodness of fit, R Square, of the variables for the year 1993 exceeds 65% except for the variable V 11 which had the worst goodness of fit with a level of 54.5%. In general, the results are powerful enough to interpret the maps.
In the same way, the worst result for the goodness of fit for the year 2002 Table 16 was a level of 68.7 corresponding to variable V 11 . For the rest of variables, the goodness of fit exceeded 70%. The coordinate point that marks the position of each variable can be connected with the origin of the axes by a vector that helps interpreting the importance of each variable in the plotted dimensions. The vectors length indicates the variables that are better represented by the chosen factorial planes. If the feature of the data associated with the vector is not associated with the projection, the vector will have a short length. The angle between the vector and the plotted dimension demonstrates the importance of the features of a variable in the projection, so that an acute angle between variable vector and dimension indicates that that dimension is strongly related to that variable. If two vector endpoints are located next to each other it means that their associated variables convey similar information. Bivariate correlation matrix between the variables for year 1993, and 2002 can be found in Tables 6 and  7 , respectively.
It can be noticed that in 1993 Figure 4 for dimensions 1 and 2; Figure 5 for dimensions 1 and 3 there is a clear differentiation between the companies being in a weak crisis, which are located on the right of dimension 1 x-axis , and those being in a harsh crisis, located on the left side of dimension 1. This differentiation is much more remarkable if we focus on companies that fulfill 1 symptom located in a safety zone of profitability the upperright quadrant and those who present problems in the generation of income and cash-flow located in the bottom-left quadrant . In the same way, dimension 2 would be related to solvency and reaction ability in the financial structure. This fact would allow affirming that 18 each quadrant assembles companies with a similar underlying structure in 1993, the starting year of the analysis. In order to determine to what extent the companies are represented by the factorial planes, according to their symptoms, we performed a logistic regression where the dependent variable corresponds to the probability of the number of fulfilled criteria and the independent variables are the coordinates of the companies in each dimension. The results here not exposed, showed that, except for the companies with 5 symptoms, the rest of the group-symptom was not well represented. This fact allows affirming that the group of symptoms is not representative of a common underlying structure for the companies that belong to the same group. However, the results of the logistic regression improve when we consider the separation between companies in weak crisis 1, 2 or 3 criteria and those in harsh crisis 4, 5 or 6 criteria , confirming the results visually obtained in Figures 4 and 5 . The consensus map obtained by the MDS methodology provides us a picture of the structural features underlaid in the analyzed data set of firms. Table 17 gathers the profiles of firms according to their placement on the map by combining the dimensions 1 and 2. Figure 6 reflects, only on an informative basis, the positions of the companies using the failure risk, measured through Z-score 93, to differentiate them. The companies with low risk appear clearly differentiated but we cannot affirm that their data structure is different from the companies with very high risk, which are located indistinctly in the four quadrants. There exists a difference between failure risk and the number of crisis symptoms, except for the group of companies that show 5 criteria and very high risk.
Advances in Decision Sciences
A similar representation is reached by the MDS analysis in the year 2002 Figure 7 . Dimension 1 separates the companies with more than four criteria to the right of the axis and companies in a weak crisis situation or that have solved this situation to the left part of the axis. The same results could be seen when we represented the companies in dimensions 1 and 3 Figure 8 . It can also be noticed that dimension 2 distinguishes between the positions of the companies that have a different degree of strong crisis situation. Those companies that fulfill 5 criteria are located in the bottom-right part of the axis 2 and those that fulfill 6 or 7 symptoms are positioned in the upper-right part of the same axis.
For the year 2002 Figure 7 , the companies that satisfy certain conditions seem to share a common data structure. As dimension 1 is mainly related with V 4 , V 5 , and V 12 , it represents the achievement and performance of the company. The companies located in the left of dimension 1 are characterized by their strengths in the performance and they are in their way to recovery. It is to emphasize that the variable Operating Income/Total Assets, which measures the strength or stability of the way out, is an important variable when the companies are positioned on the left side of dimension one. In this sense, the idea that companies which survive crisis periods are characterized by a strong managerial action is reaffirmed 47, 48 . This managerial action is measured by Operating Income/Total Assets. On the other hand, these companies are also distinguished because they achieve higher Cash flow as well as Operating Cash flow.
Dimension 2 gathers information related to variables describing the financial structure. So, those companies located in the lower part of the dimension 2 indicate solidity with respect to their working capital or to their financial autonomy V 2 , V 7 , and V 10 . It can be noticed that the companies that fulfill 6 or 7 symptoms have important financial deficiencies and they are grouped separately from the rest of the companies. Among the companies that fulfill 4 and 5 criteria, we can detect two groups: the first one is made of companies that have economic and financial deficiencies and lie on the right of dimension 1. The second one is made of companies with financial deficiencies and lie on the upper part of dimension 2. The V 11 should be interpreted very carefully in both years. As previously exposed, it is only an indicative variable of a status: to be able to cover the financial costs of external debt by means of operating income achieved. It does not measure the degree of this coverage ability. It is used only to determine the existence of a risky situation or not.
Position Displacements of the Companies with respect to Their Initial Situation
It is of our interest to analyze the starting point of the companies that have survived or are in a phase of overcoming the crisis situation. For this purpose, Figure 9 is a duplicate of Figure 7 but here the companies are represented using their positional markers of severity in the year 1993. Through this representation, we can observe the initial and final economic-financial structure profiles of the firms. Notice that, although the companies that are in a weak crisis situation in 2002 started from that same situation in 1993, there is an outstanding group of companies that come from situations of strong crisis 5 and 6 fulfilled criteria . It is possible to affirm that there are groups of companies that share similar economic and financial structures at the beginning but they also share the same evolution patterns to walk out of the crisis. This fact can come motivated by two reasons.
1 The crisis in its origin was weak and its development does not cause major problems.
2 Certain structural deficiencies can be faced by the companies without any difficulties and can be solved by making "routine" decisions.
There is a group of companies that started with 5 or 6 criteria in 1993 and were able to overcome the situation in 2002 by either resolving all the problems or improving their situation presenting only one criterion. In this way, the analysis detected that these companies shared of common underlying data structures in spite of indicating different crisis symptoms. This fact would allow affirming that there are some identity signs in the companies that make them more propitious to solve a crisis situation in spite of showing certain symptoms. These companies did not have an economic achievement deficiency so presenting a light crisis or it was not their most important deficiency so presenting a strong crisis . Table 18 assembles the number of companies in each crisis-zone for the years 1993 and 2002. Each zone defines the characteristics of the economic and financial of the companies located inside. These characteristics are the result of the interpretation of the variable representativeness in each dimensional space.
82% of the companies that in 1993 were positioned in the healthy zone right part of dimension 1 and are placed in the same healthy zone in the 2002 chart. 42% of these 24 companies derive from the so-called safety zone and 58% from the Resource generation zone. Many of them could resolve the crisis situation in spite of starting from a complicated group of symptoms 4% of them showed a severe crisis based on the selection criteria . These companies did not present deficiencies of economic performance and they have the ability to generate resources. This fact may have allowed them to be placed in a better position and to improve their position. A total of 100% of the companies, that in 1993 were located in the safety zone, presented a weak crisis 1, 2 or 3 criteria . 84% of them maintain their placement in this safety zone in the year 2002, confirming the idea that a weak crisis is easier to resolve or it can be "self-healed". 76% of the companies that in 1993 were located in the healthy zone specifically in the Resource Generation zone and presenting a severe crisis 4 or more criteria are also located in the safety zone of the 2002 chart. This movement confirms the fact that retaining certain symptoms of difficulties does not condition the underlying structure. These companies shared similar profiles with the ones that had fewer criterions and have evolved in a similar way, mainly improving their situation. More than half of the companies that in 1993 presented damaged economic and financial structures, together with income generation issues, are mainly positioned on the right of dimension 1 in 2002. For these companies, the crisis process seems to be "not reversible". The displacement of companies, that in 1993 presented the same damaged structure but moved towards the "safety zone" left part of the 2002 chart , was mainly achieved through the effort made during the crisis period. This effort can be measured by the ratio Net Income/Total Assets which reflects the economic action and the adjustments measures taken from the directive board of the company facing a crisis situation.
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The Reaction Path zone has a similar number of firms in weak crisis and severe crisis in 1993. Nevertheless, the evolution towards the danger zone in 2002 is more notable 60% of the companies . This fact allows us affirming that the financial viability is not sufficient if it is not done together with an accurate economic performance in order to generate income and Cash flow for the debt payments.
Finally, we cannot notice any remarkable movements for the companies that in 1993 were positioned in the danger zone. This fact implies very similar results for the companies that resolved their situation and those that worsened their position. 52% of them have shifted towards the healthy zone in the year 2002, even when presenting a severe crisis in 73% of these cases. This is certainly a group of interest for future research as they are companies with similar deficit situation and symptoms but with a very different evolution. The evolution process followed by these firms proves that the crisis situation can be efficiently managed, despite of the starting severity degree.
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Regarding the initial and final positions, Table 18 indicates:
i firms that present a stable economic and financial situation are mainly grouped as in weak crisis based on the criteria widely accepted;
ii the number of criteria initially used to classify a firm as, being in crisis weak or strong does not seem to determine the evolution process;
iii an accurate economic performance profitability and the ability to generate resources is a fundamental factor in fighting a crisis situation.
Conclusions
We used Multidimensional Scaling to detect and to analyze the existence of similarities between economic and financial structures of the companies being in a "crisis situation". The purpose was to explore if they also shared evolutionary patterns of this situation.
It is necessary to emphasize that the used technique does not allow establishing causal relationship between the variables and the survival probability. It is only a descriptive technique that is considered robust for the establishment of later relationship hypotheses. The sample analyzed in this study is composed by 524 US firms which, according to certain symptoms/indicators generally accepted in the literature, presented some weak or severe financial distressed situation in the year 1993. By means of Multidimensional Scaling we plotted the companies in a consensus map based on the twelve structural variables representatives of the underlying economic and financial structure of the firms. In this way, four types of company profiles were identified. Each one of these profiles was independent from the initial symptoms the firms presented.
An important group of companies that did resolve the situation started from a weak crisis in the year 1993 with deficiencies mainly related to the financial structure in the shortterm. The "momentary" character of these situations may be one of the reasons that these companies end up in a similar situation at the end of the period of analysis.
The interesting part is when companies that start off a critical situation are been able to resolve it. This allows considering that failure is a reversible process and it is not necessarily degenerative if the company is able to achieve an effort in its economic performance. However, the situations of harsh or severe crises tend to generate those same situations throughout the years. Most of the companies with similar "degenerated" economic and financial structures are more exposed to an evolutionary-degenerative process although they maintain themselves in the market throughout the years.
The evidence shows that the companies that have resolved the crisis situation 1 have achieved an important effort in their economic performance during the crisis and this effort has allowed them to reinforce their situation, 2 shared common structure characteristics with companies that had less problems and slighter symptoms of crisis.
This fact allows affirming that the symptoms are only manifestations of an underlying situation. The deficiencies and gravities of this situation are the factors that determine the changes in the crisis situation. It is to consider that, none of the firms identified as in a financial distress situation in 1993, and in conformity with the selected sample, incurred in a bankruptcy process during the period analyzed.
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It would be interesting to analyze the differences in profiles between firms that faced some financial distress situation and managed to recover and those that being in the same situation did not recover. A future research line could be trying to identify the relationship between some control variables such as size, industry, and macroeconomic factor and the possibility of revolving the situation. In addition, the fact that the efforts in performance and behavior during a crisis situation are important features of a positive outcome would make it interesting to analyze to what extent the "management" of the crisis process determines this outcome.
